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change in between elections, the Netherlands 1997–2014
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Abstract: Do parties change their platform in anticipation of electoral losses? Or do parties respond to
experienced losses at the previous election? These questions relate to two mechanisms to align public
opinion with party platforms: (1) rational anticipation, and (2) electoral performance. While extant work
empirically tested, and found support for, the latter mechanism, the effect of rational anticipation has not
been put to an empirical test yet. We contribute to the literature on party platform change by theorizing
and assessing how party performance motivates parties to change their platform in-between elections.
We built a new and unique dataset of >20,000 press releases issued by 15 Dutch national political parties
that were in parliament between 1997 and 2014. Utilizing automated text analysis (topic modeling)
to measure parties’ platform change, we show that electoral defeat motivates party platform change
in-between elections. In line with existing findings, we demonstrate that parties are backwardlooking.
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party	 positions	 (Helbling	 and	 Tresch	 2011;	 Kriesi	 et	 al.	 2006,	 2008;	De	Nooy	 and	Kleinnijenhuis	 2013;	
Proksch	 and	 Slapin	 2015).	 Third,	 parties’	 press	 releases	 influence	 the	 media	 agenda	 (Asp	 1983;	
























































2005;	 Laver	 and	 Sergenti	 2012).	 However,	 this	 theoretical	 prediction	 has	 not	 yet	 been	 systematically	
tested.	In	addition	to	testing	this	rational	anticipation	mechanism	empirically,	we	also	theorize	that	also	












government	parties	have	more	 to	 lose	 than	do	opposition	parties.	Consequently,	Schumacher	and	co-
authors	(2015)	argued	that	government	parties	are	more	likely	to	change	their	platform	because	they	fear	

















































Party		 In	parliament	 In	government	 	
50	Plus	 2012-2014	 	 	
Christian	Democrats	(CDA)	 1997-2014	 2002-2012	 	
Christian	Union	(CU)	 2003-2014	 2006-2010	 	
Reformed	Political	League	(GPV)*		 1997-2003	 	 	
Reformatory	Political	Federation	(RPF)*	 1997-2003	 	 	
Progressive	Liberals	(D66)	 1997-2014	 1997-2002;	2003-2006	 	
Green	Left	(GL)	 1997-2014	 	 	
Liveable	Netherlands	(LN)	 2002-2003	 	 	
List	Pim	Fortuyn	(LPF)	 2002-2006	 2002-2003	 	
Social	Democrats	(PvdA)	 1997-2014	 1997-2002;	2006-2010;	2012-2014	 	
Animal	Rights	Party	(PvdD)	 2006-2014	 	 	
Freedom	Party	(PVV)	 2006-2014	 	 	
Reformed	Political	Party	(SGP)	 1997-2014	 	 	
Socialist	Party	(SP)	 1994-2014	 	 	






















































elling.	 This	 is	 an	 unsupervised,	 automated	 method	 to	 identify	 single	 topics	 in	 texts	 (Grimmer	 2010;	
Grimmer	and	Stewart	2013).	The	assumption	is	that	documents	with	high	similarities	in	word	frequencies	
are	 likely	to	be	about	the	same	topic.	 In	addition,	the	hierarchical	topic	model	uses	 information	about	
which	party	sent	the	press	release	to	assist	in	identifying	the	topic	structure	(for	a	technical	exposition,	































divided	 the	absolute	number	of	press	 releases	by	 the	 total	number	of	press	 releases.	This	percentage	
indicates	the	relative	attention	of	a	party	on	each	topic	(columns	2	and	3	in	table	2).	In	the	next	step,	we	
calculated	the	absolute	change	in	attention	per	topic	between	two	quarters	(column	4	in	Table	2).	We	














































Public	Broadcast	 0.02	 0.00	 0.02	 1	
Education	 0.05	 0.04	 0.01	 0.11	
Employment	Policy	 0.08	 0.04	 0.04	 0.33	
Financial	Policy	 0.07	 0.07	 0.00	 0	
European	Union	 0.01	 0.06	 0.05	 0.71	
Defense	 0.04	 0.03	 0.01	 0.14	
Financial	Policy	 0.02	 0.04	 0.02	 0.33	
Multiculturalism	 0.00	 0.02	 0.02	 1	
Public	Transport	 0.01	 0.02	 0.01	 0.33	
European	Union	 0.06	 0.06	 0.00	 0	
Housing	Policy	 0.01	 0.00	 0.01	 1	
European	Union	 0.02	 0.03	 0.01	 0.20	
Economy	 0.05	 0.03	 0.02	 0.25	
Local	Politics	 0.18	 0.09	 0.09	 0.33	
Education	 0.05	 0.04	 0.01	 0.11	
International	Politics	 0.01	 0.02	 0.01	 0.33	
Environmental	Policy	 0.02	 0.02	 0.00	 0	
Agricultural	Policy	 0.00	 0.03	 0.03	 1	
Health	Care	 0.05	 0.04	 0.01	 0.11	
Economy	 0.06	 0.06	 0.00	 0	
Economy	 0.01	 0.04	 0.03	 0.60	
Youth	Policy	 0.05	 0.07	 0.02	 0.17	
Law	&	Order	 0.04	 0.03	 0.01	 0.14	
Judiciary	 0.07	 0.05	 0.02	 0.17	
Child	Care	 0.01	 0.02	 0.01	 0.33	
Party	Platform	Change	CDA	2010	Q2	 8.72	
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ment	Party	 (H3),	 and	Timing	 in	 the	Electoral	Cycle	 (H1	and	H2).	We	use	 the	Parlgov	Data	 (Döring	and	
Manow	2015)	to	establish	parties’	electoral	performance	and	whether	or	not	they	are	in	government.	We	







































DV	 Operationalization	 Mean	(SD)	 Min	–	Max	
Party	Platform	Change	 Change	in	issue	attention		 9.49	(4.32)	 0.00	–	23.97	
Continuous	IVs	 	 	 	
Electoral	Performance	 Seats	–	Seats	t-1			 -0.13	(5.11)	 -14.70	–	12.70	
Electoral	Prospects	 Polls	t-1	–	Seats		 -0.34	(4.06)	 -15.12	–	13.83	
Timing	in	the	Electoral	Cycle	 Number	of	months	since	last	elections	 21.01	(12.40)	 1.00	–	52.00	
GDP	(%)	 Change	in	growth	of	GDP	(%)	 0.35	(0.72)	 -2.20	–	1.80	
Inflation	(%)	 Change	in	inflation	(%)	 2.11	(0.90)	 0.32	–	4.90	
Dichotomous	IVs	 	 0	 1	
Government	Party	 (0)	no;	(1)	yes	 399	(70%)	 167	(30%)	
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of	 Figure	5	demonstrates	 that	 compared	 to	opposition	parties,	 government	parties	are	more	 likely	 to	
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found	 a	 systematic	 difference	 between	 opposition	 and	 government	 parties,	 with	 government	 parties	
changing	more	on	average.		
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	 Our	findings	indicate	that	the	period	in-between	elections	is	an	important	period	to	study;	some-
thing	that	with	for	instance	party	manifesto	data	is	not	possible,	but	which	our	press	releases	data	are	
particularly	apt	for.	Parties	often	receive	cues	about	how	they	are	performing	over	the	course	of	the	elec-
toral	cycle.	Based	on	this	information	–	conveyed	by	polling	data	but	also,	more	and	more,	via	social	media	
(Barbera	et	al.	2014;	Barbera	and	Rivero	2013)	–	parties	can,	with	some	margin	of	certainty,	infer	whether	
they	will	face	losses	or	gains	in	the	next	elections.	With	polling	and	social	media	becoming	increasingly	
available,	one	might	expect	electoral	prospects	to	play	a	more	central	role	in	the	future	than	they	did	in	
our	findings	for	the	1997-2014	period.		
Finally,	our	results	–	and	likewise,	for	instance,	the	work	of	Sagarzazu	and	Klüver	(2015a)	–	demon-
strate	that	communication	outlets	like	press	releases	are	important	tools	to	study	party	behavior.	A	key	
reason	for	this	is	that	voters	get	(most	of)	their	information	on	political	party	platforms	via	the	media	(for	
overviews,	see	Esser	and	Strömbäck	2014;	Strömbäck	2008).	Hence,	voters	adjust	 their	perceptions	of	
parties’	platform	based	on	the	media	information	they	consume.	What	follows	from	this	 is	that	voters	
indicate	support	(or	not)	for	parties	 in	the	polls	based	on	what	parties	have	been	saying	in	the	media.	
Thereby,	polling	data	function	as	a	feedback	loop:	based	on	this	information	parties	can	adjust	their	plat-
form	and	issue	new	press	releases.	These	interactions	between	media,	parties	and	voters,	so	we	argue,	
are	important	for	understanding	party	behavior	and	can	only	picked	up	by	sources	that	are	more	dynamic	
in	nature,	like	press	releases.	Whether	parties	strategically	emphasize	specific	issues	to	jockey	voters	is	
an	interesting	avenue	for	further	research.	 	
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